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At a Feb. 12 press briefing State Department spokesperson Phyllis Oakley said the Department
has accused Americas Watch of political bias in its recent report of the human rights situation
in Nicaragua, and questions many statements in the report. "We consider the latest Americas
Watch report to be politically biased...It should be clear to anyone who reads the report that it is...
[replete] with political rhetoric... and policy statements... "We do not see any basis for charges
that the Nicaraguan resistance is engaged in what the report calls `systematic abuses,' Oakley
said. "It doesn't square with what we know." The report is titled, "Human Rights in Nicaragua
1986." Focusing on government activities between February and December 1986, the report said
the Nicaraguan government continued to commit certain abuses of human rights as a matter of
policy. It noted that the abusive interrogation tactics against prisoners, including psychological
pressure and threats used to procure their confessions occurred. But, recent steps have been taken
to halt certain practices against prisoners such as continued use of cells that are so small that
the prisoner is unable to stand upright, and depriving prisoners of sleep. Oakley stated that the
Department believes "Americas Watch has misrepresented its ability to determine human rights
abuses in Nicaragua...It has acknowledged that it does not have complete access to the prison
system in Nicaragua, yet it has made categorical statements that the prison system has improved.
"Because of the pervasive control exercised by the Sandinistas in Nicaragua, it is extremely difficult
to collect independent information about Sandinista human rights abuses." In the cases of both
the contras and the Sandinistas, said the spokesperson, "it is difficult to obtain reliable testimony
from private citizens who are living under communist control and are keenly aware of the ability of
the Sandinistas to punish those who criticize the regime. Americas Watch disregards those facts."
Americas Watch is a private non-partisan organization established in 1981 to monitor human rights
progress and violations in the Western Hemisphere. It is non-partisan and receives funding from
private foundations and individuals. It has published reports on Nicaragua since May 1982. The
report said given the fact that the government of Nicaragua faces a serious, violent challenge to its
stability complicates the effort to make a balanced assessment of its performance in the realm of
human rights, "because, like any government, this government has that right, under international
law, to suspend certain rights" as a means to meet the challenge. In rebuttal, the State Department
pointed out that "we cannot recall Americas Watch ever having made that kind of a statement about
the governments of El Salvador or Guatemala, which have been under armed attack for several
years." (See "Americas Watch Reports Systematic Killings by Contras; Human Rights Abuses by
Nicaraguan Government," CAU 02/11/87.)
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